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Status of Translation Studies and Some New Issues 

 

Translation is commonly understood as a process of transferring words, phrases and 

sentences expressed in one language into another language through finding equivalents. For 

example, when what is written in English is transferred into Kannada, translation is said to have 

taken place.1 The language in which the text is originally written is referred to as the Source 

Language (SL) and the language into which the original is translated, is referred to as the Target 

Language (TL). Here, English is the SL and Kannada is the TL. However, a cursory look into 

the domain shows that there is more to translation than just this. Not everyone talks about 

translation in terms of transferring words, phrases and sentences from SL to TL. Some think, 

translation as transference of ideas from one genre to another, one culture to another etc.  

The phenomenon of translation has attracted the people and has kept those interested 

preoccupied in the task of translating texts, both literary and non-literary, for a long time even 

before Translation Studies emerged as a major discipline in the late 20th century. On one hand, 

most of these translators or, in fact all of the translators find some kind of a difficulty in 

translating the source text into the target language specially in the context of cross-cultural 

translation. They call it as the Problem of Translation. On the other hand, there are certain key 

ideas in translation studies, which guide a translator in his task. Some of them are like the 

following: ‘that the translator should be faithful to the original’, ‘that the translator can ‘adopt’ 

native style while translating’, ‘that translation is not really about being faithful to the original 

                                                           
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Translation 
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or about finding appropriate equivalents but about re-creating and re-writing the original text’ 

etc. My point of contention is this: none of these ideas, which is being discussed in Translation 

Studies, can actually help understand, leave alone address the Problem of Translation. 

This article intends to draw a broad outline of the discipline in terms of a literature 

review and show how my contention has not been raised so far. Further, it argues why my 

contention is worth considering and shows how it is important if the nature of the Problem of 

Translation has to be properly diagnosed.  

 

What Translation Studies has been Doing so far 

Translation studies got its recognition as a major discipline of study only in the middle 

of the 20th century (Jeremy Munday, 2010). However, even before this point in time, brilliant 

scholars have put in their efforts to understand certain issues that surface when ideas expressed 

in one language, language of once culture move to another. All though there are notable 

instances of translation, in different contexts prior to the Protestant Reformation in Europe, one 

cannot dispute the role and contribution of Protestant Reformation which has played a big role 

in the growth and development of ideas in translation studies. In fact, most of the questions 

which the 21st century thinkers of translation studies bother about are simply questions which 

the thinkers of Protestant Reformation, beginning from Martin Luther were engaging with. The 

idea that the ‘truth’ of the Word should not be distorted and that there is a definite need to 

faithful to the original Word was the theological contention of the Bible translators (H. 

Satyamurthy, 2011) Further, finding equivalents to the original from the target cultures and 

contexts was the next challenge to the Bible translators because they could not afford to lose 

the meaning of the original Word.  In this sense, one can safely say that translation is a 

theological preoccupation. Eugene Nida is one significant thinker whose ideas on equivalence 

has shaped not only Bible translation but of translation of literary texts (Eugene Nida, 1964). 
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Scholars like Roman Jakobson, J.C. Catford, James S. Holmes etc are some names who have 

done some significant work in the discipline continuing the line of debate of the Bible 

translation (Susan Bassnett, 2005).  This is the background for the many translation theories 

which came in the west. Issues of language, semantics, language signs and structures, meaning 

etc are the focus of the scholars who come from the background of the western translation 

theories which have an either explicit or implicit connection the debates of Bible translation. 

Consequently, when students and teachers confront such issues in their translation studies 

classrooms and workshops in India, they are actually confronting theological questions that 

they are deeply unfamiliar of. 

Besides, there are the postcolonial scholars in translation studies who appear to have 

shifted the grounds on which the discipline functions. Such thinkers play their card by imposing 

certain postcolonial ideas on translation. For postcolonial scholars, translation then, has 

become one of the sites where all asymmetry between cultures is grounded (Harish Trivedi and 

Susan Bassnett, 2002). Questions of cultural identity, language identity, question of cultural 

hegemony etc surface here. They mostly consider the questions of ‘faithful to original’, 

‘equivalence’ as irrelevant questions. They rather talk about ‘adaptation’, ‘re-creation’ or ‘re-

writing’ of the original by using native ideas and style so that the cultural asymmetry is dealt 

with. Most popular names like Harish Trivedi, Tejeswani Niranjana, G.N. Devy, Vanamala 

Vishwanath, Sujit Mukharjee, Avadesh Kumar Sigh etc are some key players form India here. 

The following two quotes, serve to make the contrast, in the way Western thinkers think 

about translation and Postcolonial thinkers think about translation, sharp and glaring. First, 

there is Eugene Nida, whose significant contribution to translation is due to his dynamic 

equivalence/functional equivalence: 
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“that the massage of the original text not only can be determined, but also 

that it can be translated so that its reception will be the same as that perceived by 

the original receptors” 

(Gentzler, Edwin and Bassnet, Susan (2010, 2011) Contemporary 

Translation Theories. Viva Books. p.53) 

and then, there is Harish Trivedi along with Susan Bassnett talking about translation in 

their book ‘Postcolonial Translation: Theory and Practice’: 

“Meanwhile, however, the old business of translation as traffic between 

languages still goes on in the once-and-still colonized world, reflecting more 

acutely than ever before the asymmetrical power relationship between the various 

local ‘vernaculars’ (i.e. the languages of the slaves, etymologically speaking) and 

the one master-language of our post-colonial world, English.” 

(Bassnett, Susan and Trivedi, Harish (2002) Postcolonial Translation: 

Theory and Practice. Routledge. p.13) 

Making this contrast appear glaring is important because, only by separating them can 

one bring to surface another interesting aspect of translation: the difference in the way two 

groups of scholars look at one single entity – translation. The former group places an 

extraordinary importance to ‘transference of meaning’ of the message in the SL into the TL. A 

postcolonial scholar seems to have no such concerns. Therefore, it appears, he can adopt, 

recreate, rewrite etc. 

Almost hand-in-hand, go other strands in translation studies like the ‘cultural turn’ 

where ‘culture’ is the focus, specifically in inter-cultural translation, thus raising questions like: 

are issues in translation product of cultural difference? Are the issues in translation about source 

culture, or are they about the target culture? etc. Andre Lefever, Susan Bassnett are some key 

players here. Susan Bassnett has also contributed to postcolonial translation studies and has, 
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more generally, written books on translation studies. Other strands include multiple facets like 

machine translation, audio-visual translation, back translation etc. Many other domains like 

Ethics, Gender Studies, Interpreting Studies etc have their share of say to the field of translation 

studies as well. These concerns, are for now, outside the scope of what this study intends to 

say.  

 

Problematizing Translation Studies 

Imagine a student and a teacher in any university in India or any individual outside 

university making an attempt to translate a text of the western culture. It is interesting to note 

that all of them invariably talk about a problem of translation. The complaint ranges from an 

inability to understand what the text of the west is saying to finding equivalent terms, ideas in 

one’s own language and context. Europeans who translate Indian texts to their languages have 

similar complaints. Most of them conclude that such inabilities persist because of an 

unfamiliarity with each other’s languages, semantic structures etc. In this sense they see the 

problem of translation as a problem of language2. But as we can see, formulating it as a problem 

of language has not addressed the problem of translation. Others consider the Problem of 

Translation as problem of culture3. But it is unclear among several scholars in Humanities and 

Social Sciences as to what constitutes culture and weather some cultural issues are similar 

among cultures or cultures completely differ and if they differ, what constitutes cultural 

difference and so on. The concern, however, of these translators is genuine: those who take up 

translation of the western texts in Indian have a longing to understand western texts, understand 

questions and concerns of the western culture and make them available to the local readership 

in their own language. In fact, many interesting scholars (in Kannada) like B.M. Sri and 

                                                           
2 “The Difficulties of Englsih Translation”: https://www.translatemedia.com/translation-blog/difficulties-
english-translations/ 
3 “Cultural Problems in Translation”: https://translationjournal.net/July-2018/cultural-problems-in-
translation.html 

https://www.translatemedia.com/translation-blog/difficulties-english-translations/
https://www.translatemedia.com/translation-blog/difficulties-english-translations/
https://translationjournal.net/July-2018/cultural-problems-in-translation.html
https://translationjournal.net/July-2018/cultural-problems-in-translation.html
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D.V.G., who have done translation of western texts into Kannada, express this concern. So is 

the case with the western translators. Many Europeans who have translated Indian texts in the 

last two centuries also have carried the same burden of really understanding what Indian culture 

is. While translating, all of them as said earlier, have noticed the persistence of the problem of 

translation. It is of great importance then to first figure out what this problem is all about. Do 

the contemporary discussions of the discipline help get a hold on the problem of translation in 

one way or the other? 

 The Problem of Translation and the Contemporary Discussions in 

Translation Studies 

Take for example the contentions that: 

a. The translator has to be ‘faithful to the original’ – Everyone knows that 

being faithful to original is important but also knows that it is not possible. 

Moreover, it is unclear how by either being faithful or not faithful to the original, 

one can really understand the problem of translation. Because the problem of 

translation does arise irrespective of whether one is faithful or not to the original.  

Consider the following statement in English: “Religion has to be separate from the 

State”. Here is the Kannada translation which is almost faithful to the original: 

“zsÀªÀÄðªÀÅ gÁd¤Ãw¬ÄAzÀ ¥ÀævÉåÃQ¸À®àqÀ¨ÉÃPÀÄ / 

¨ÉÃ¥ÀðqÀ¨ÉÃPÀÄ / zÀÆgÀ«gÀ¨ÉÃPÀÄ”. Though this translation is quite 

close and faithful to the original, the translation sounds ridiculous to a Kannada 

reader.  This is because, “if zsÀªÀÄð (dharma) is kept away from politics”, a 

Kannada reader would reason out, “politics would be taken over by CzsÀªÀÄð 

(adharma)”. The problem is, the English statement is not talking about either 

‘dharma’ or ‘adharma’, though translation is almost faithful. 
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b. Everybody knows that achieving ‘equivalence’ is important but at the 

same time everybody also knows that in cross-cultural translation, finding 

equivalents is knows not possible. So, the debate about ‘equivalence’ does tell us 

what the problem of translation is. 

c. Further, re-creating the original and making adaptations sound irrelevant 

because they don’t seem to have anything to do with translation. They are simply 

about recreation and rewriting and do not tell us what the problem of translation is. 

d. The postcolonial talks about power, politics, identity, hegemony etc will 

only drive the discussion into places which are totally divergent from what 

‘translation’ is. Such talks are mostly about ‘politics’, in whatever sense of the 

term, and do not tell us anything about what ‘translation’ is conceptually. Hence, 

even a thread of what problem of translation is cannot be figured out here. 

e. The ‘cultural turn’ also seems to be problematic. Culture imposes 

challenges hindering the possibility of conveying the SL text of one culture to the 

TL reader of another culture. Moreover, no expert in the domain has shown the 

underlying dynamics that play the role. To demonstrate this, one needs a 

comprehensive theory of ‘cultural difference’. In fact, as mentioned already  it is 

unclear among the scholars in languages, humanities and social sciences today as 

to what constitutes cultural difference. These discussions then, do not help address 

the problem of translation. 

This then is my contention: All these discussions that has been going on and on for a 

long time does not give us any hint to know the cause of the Problem of Translation, leave 

alone addressing it. This means that continuing the line of debates of weather the western 

theorists or the postcolonial scholars in translation does not appear to be a fruitful or a 

promising path. There is a need for an alternative direction, which should be of cognitive worth. 
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In the academia today, there is one such alternative available. It is found in the research 

of Prof. S.N. Balagangadhara4. He suggests that what is recognized as the problem of 

translation has nothing to do with translation but a plethora of other problems. In his paper 

“Translation, Interpretation and Culture: On the Disingenuity of a Comparative Theology” he 

suggests at least three problems.5 There could be many. Figuring them out is a matter of 

research. How do we take up such a research is the question that stands challenging us today. 

As I have already mentioned in the earlier section of this paper, the concern of the 

translators is genuine. But doing translation won’t pay off well unless the Problem of 

Translation is understood and addressed. For example, both B.M Shreekantaiah and D.V. 

Gundappa, who are well known scholars in the Kannada literary circles were genuinely 

concerned to understand western culture and its literary world. Here is how both of them 

express their wish in their own style. B.M. Shree first: 

“E¤AiÀÄj§âgÀ£ÀÄß vÀÆV, 

EªÀ¼À¸ÉÆ§UÀ£ÀªÀ¼ÀÄ vÉÆlÄÖ, £ÉÆÃqÀ§AiÀÄ¹zÉ: 

CªÀ¼À vÉÆrUÉ EªÀ½VlÄÖºÁqÀ§AiÀÄ¹zÉ”6 

And then D.V. Gundappa., while translating Macbeth into Kannada: 

“C£Àå zÉÃ±ÀUÀ¼À CAvÀgÀAUÀ ¸Àé¨sÁªÀUÀ¼À£ÀÄß £ÁªÀÅ 

PÁtÄªÀÅzÀPÉÌ D zÉÃ±ÀUÀ¼À ¸Á»vÀåUÀ½VAvÀ GvÀÛªÀÄªÁzÀ 

¸ÁzsÀ£À«gÀzÀÄ. EArAiÀiÁ zÉÃ±ÀzÀ fÃªÀ£À¸ÀÆvÀæUÀ¼£ÀÄß 

ºÀvÁÛgÀÄ jÃwUÀ¼À°è »rzÀÄ £Àr¸ÀÄwÛgÀÄªÀ EAUÉèAqï zÉÃ±ÀzÀ 

CAvÀgÀAUÀ zsÀªÀÄðªÉAxÁzÉÝAzÀÄ £ÁªÀÅ 

                                                           
4 Prof. S.N. Balagangadhara is the professor of his research program ‘Comparative Science of Cultures’ at Gent 
University, Belgium. 
5 Also read his response in Mullick, Mohini & Sondi, Madhuri S. (edts) “Classical Indian Thought and the English 
Language”. ICPR & D.K.Printworld, 2015. p. 139 – 156  
6Srikantaiah, B.M. “Kaanike” 
https://kannada.pratilipi.com/read/%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%
86-%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-tpdzsy5mkqox-
189jg5o3293y51z 

https://kannada.pratilipi.com/read/%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-tpdzsy5mkqox-189jg5o3293y51z
https://kannada.pratilipi.com/read/%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-tpdzsy5mkqox-189jg5o3293y51z
https://kannada.pratilipi.com/read/%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-%E0%B2%95%E0%B2%BE%E0%B2%A3%E0%B2%BF%E0%B2%95%E0%B3%86-tpdzsy5mkqox-189jg5o3293y51z
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w½zÀÄPÉÆ¼Àî¨ÉÃPÁzÀzÀÝAvÀÆ AiÀÄÄPÀÛªÁVAiÉÄÃ EzÉ. EAVèµï 

d£ÀvÉAiÀÄ DzÀ±ÀðPÀ« µÉÃPïì¦AiÀÄgÀÄ. D d£ÀgÀ UÀÄt±ÀQÛUÀ¼À°è 

ªÀÄÆ®¨sÀÆvÀªÁzÀªÀÅUÀ¼À£ÀÄß CªÀ£À C£À£ÀåªÁzÀ ¥Àæw¨sÉAiÀÄÄ 

awæ¹zÉ, ºÁUÉAiÉÄ ²Që¸ÀÄvÀÛzÉ.”7 

However, both see translation as the means to achieve their wish. We thus see, for 

instance, B.M. Shree translate the following lines of an English poem into Kannada as follows: 

English lines: 

“How happy is he born or taught  

Not to serve another will”8 

Kannada translation: 

“K£ÀÄ ¸ÀÄTAiÉÆÃ vÁ£ÀÄ ºÀÄnÖ£À° PÀ°PÉAiÀÄ° 

E£ÉÆß§â¤ZÉÑAiÀÄ£ÀÄ zÀÄrAiÀÄ¢gÀÄªÀªÀ£ÀÄ”9 

Without getting into the task of interpretation, a simple reading to these lines show that 

it does not mean anything, leave alone the possibility of these lines conveying what the English 

lines have to say. For what does it mean to say one is happy who at birth, and while learning, 

does not do another’s wish? How can a new born even understand what doing or not doing 

others wish means? How can a learner be happy if he does not do the instructions of his teacher? 

Assume one wants to correct this translation. What is that one has to correct? Replace words? 

Change sentence? Or say, by looking at the English source, that it is non-translatable? What if 

the problem is something else altogether? Unless we know what constitutes the problem of 

translation here, it is impossible to say what is the cause of the problem in this translation. 

                                                           
7 Gundappa, D.V. ‘Kannadada Macbeth’ Kavyalaya Publication, 1974. 
8 Srikantaiah, B.M. ‘English Geethegalu’ B.M.Sri Smaraka Prathistana, 2013 
9 Srikantaiah, B.M. ‘English Geethegalu’ B.M. Sri Smaraka Prathistana, 2013 
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With D.V.G., the problem seems to be subtler. That is, even though the lines in 

translation seems understandable for a Kannada reader, we do not know if they really translate 

the English lines and convey what the author of the SL is telling his readers:  

“Oh stars, hide yourselves. Light should not see my wicked desires. Let no 

eyes see what my hand is going to do.”10 

is translated into Kannada as follows: 

“£ÀPÀëvÀæUÀ½gÀ, §¬ÄÛrj ¤ªÀÄÄäjUÀ¼À£ÀÄ! 

¨É¼ÀPÀjAiÀÄ¢PÉð£Àß PÀjAiÀiÁ¼ÀzÁ¸ÉUÀ¼À; PÉÊUÉ PÀuï 

JªÉ¬ÄqÀÄUÉ; DzÉÆqÀªÀÄzÁªÀÅzÀ£ÀÄUÉ¬ÄÝºÀÄzÀÄ £ÉÆÃqÉ 

PÀtÚ¼ÀÄPÀÄªÀÅzÉÆ CzÀÄ £ÀqÉUÉ”11 

Do these Kannada lines of D.V.G. really translate the English lines above? How does 

one decide if these Kannada lines really translate the English lines? What if understanding 

those English lines require a completely different conceptual world unknow in the Kannada 

milieu? So, what is the nature of the problem of translation here? Today, Translation Studies 

has no answer. All the verities of discussions in the discipline does not seem to have any clue 

about what constitutes the problem of translation. In this sense, translation has failed to fulfill 

the wish of both B.M. Shree and D.V.G. 

I suggest therefore, that there is greater need to learn from the way Prof. 

Balagangadhara formulates the problem of translation then simply go on, endlessly discussing 

what the discipline has in it today. 

________ 

 

  

                                                           
10 Bhatia, Praveen (etd). ‘William Shakespeare Macbeth’ UBSPD, 2018. 
11 Gundappa, D.V. ‘Kannadada Macbeth’ Kavyalaya Publication, 1974. 
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